CHAPTER ONE
TN the spring of 1938 I stood one afternoon before the house
1 of the Oblate Fathers in the Rue de I'Assomption in Paris,
The day was fine, the street deserted and still, the house-front
blank with that anonymity characteristic the world over of the
city dwellings of priestly communities. I was about to embark
upon a long trek into what was for me the unknown. If
those within were willing to help me, my first step would be
taken without stumbling. If not... well, I should go forward
somehow.
Whether it was a photograph in a shop-window that had first
prompted me, or a chance remark negligently dropped in my
hearing, I do not now remember, nor does it much signify, I
know only that some time before that spring day the word
Eskimo had rung inside me and that the sound had begun to
swell like the vibrations of a great bell and had eventually filled
the whole of my subconscious being. I had not been possessed
instantly by a conscious and urgent need to go into the Arctic
and live with a primitive people. These things operate slowly,
like the germ of a cancer. They brood within, they send out
tentacles and grow. Their first effect is not decision but rest-
lessness. You find yourself feeling that something is obscurely
yet radically wrong with your life. You fidget Your world be*
comes progressively more stuffy, less tolerable. Probably you
show it, and show it unpleasantly; for your friends seem to you
more and more to be talking nonsense, leading a meaningless
existence, content with a frivolity and a mediocrity to which you
find yourself superior. In their eyes, very likely, unbearably
superior. But no matter. The thing is at work in you. Finally,
there comes a moment when you waken in the middle of the